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.The enrollment for the first four grades made up 
about 55 percent of the total school enrollment 
for all grades in Bon Homme county in 1920; by 
1940 it had fallen to about 35 percent . During 
the same period the high school enrollment in-
creased from 7 percent to over 31 percent of the 
entire enrollment . 
Department of Rural Sociology 
Agricultural Experiment Station of the South Dakota State College of 
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EXPLA TATORY NOTE 
During recent years , enrollments in most South Dakota elementary 
schools have declined at a very rapid rate . The prevailing 
type of rural school district or ganization in most counties 
has proved rather ineffective in coping wit~ dwindling enroll-
ments and with the consequent high costs per pupil . 
It is the purpose of this pamphlet to assist educators , school 
board members and other Bon Honn3county leaders by analyzing 
the nature of the pr oblem and by pr esenting suggestions for its 
solution as they have grown out of the experiences of other 
South Dakota communities . 
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The Problem of Declining Enrollment s i n the Elementary Schools 
of Bon Homme County 
Population exports h~ve beun prodicting for a number of 
years , that t ho downward trend of the birth rate v.rill c&uso a 
serious decline in the olcmontarY school enrollment . This pre-
diction has boon fulfilled in Bon Homme county as shown in Fig-
ure 1 . During t ho period 1390- 1896 , tho ol omontary Ot!rollmont 
incroc.sod from 1745 pupils to 2985 , tho cou'1ty ' s largest onroll-
mont . From 1896 to 1927 the enrollment declined very little . 
Since 1927 , t here hE~s been a rapid decline l ef:ving tho 1940 
total enrollment of 154-5 pupils lov10r than it vms in 1890 . As 
shovm in Figure 1 the cnrollmont in the common &nd independent 
school has also bocn d clining sine 1925 . 
I 
The tr-ond in thu Bon Iomrne cour1ty birth rate is t. lso shewn 
in Figure 1 . It ~·1i1l be noted. ~hat t he birth re to hc.. s nlso de-
clined in non Homme county . During t ho fivc-ye~r period 1922-
1926 th0 aver c.ge number of births per 1000 of tho pc pulo tion 11us 
20 , as compl'. r od with 15 . 5 for tho five yo&rs a t the close of the 
period (1936-1940) . . The r osul t of this do mvmrd trGnd in the 
birth rr,t e he s bcun & steLdy decree.so in the number of children 
who crrivo ~t school ego . 
Fi"gurc 1 . Elementary School Enrollment in Don Hommo County, 
1890 - 1940 , and tho tirth Reta , 1922 - 1940 
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An important factor in the cl mentc1r.,r enrollment decline is shown in 
Figure 2--the loss of population t hrough outward migration. Betvrcen 19.30 
and 1940 the population loss in Bon Homme county w~s 12.7 percent . Al-
though this is not as great a loss as l!as 0:q)f:riencad in some countfos, 
it is a factor closely related to ru~al enrollment decline in t.c state. 
During the same period, 1930-1940, Tyndall, t he county se~t showed a pop-
ulation eain of .15 ,ercent and the combined population for th0 incbrpor-
ated towns of the county docreascd only 2.7 percent. Thus _it is apparent 
that the bulk of the losses were suffered by the rural ercas , a fact· 
which is reflected in tho relatively greater decline in rural - enroll-
ments. 
In Don Homme county all the townships lost in popuLtion during the 
1930-1940 period. The losses ranged f ~ om 1.4 percent in t1onroc· township 
to 30.4 percent in Running Water township. That a dir ct relutionship 
' exists bet ueen popule. tion decrease and enrollment decline is indicated in 
the fact that, usually, the townships which had .Lhe cren. test loss in pop-
ulation (see Figures 2 and 3) had the greatest percent of docline in ele-
mentary school enrollments . 
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Figure 3 . Elementary School Enrollments in Bon Homme Count7 D5.strfot3 .2 1920, l 93f 
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In 1940, 76 elementary schools were in operation in Bon 
Homme county. In addition, the five independent districts of 
Avon, Scotland , Springfield, Tabor and Tyndall wer e in opvr-
ati on . 
The g0neral downward trend in elementary enrollments i3 
shown in Figure 3, which lists the 8nrollm~nt of each dis-
tri~t in the county for 1920, 1930 nnd 1940. F:1::.lo t ere 
we:r-s a fe, districts that gained in enrollment dnring the 
period 1920-1930 and 1930-1940, a large maj cri ty shu,ed a 
loss. In fact, of the 76 districts in the county, 60 showed 
a loss in enrollment for 1940 as comp~r ed with the 1930 fig-
ures. In 1940, seven schools had been closed, five were opera-
ting with five or less pupils and 31 schools had only six to 
ten pupils. A comparison of the enrollmont figur es for 1940 
v,i th those of 1920 shows the serious nature of the enroll-
ment decline . In 1920 there ·!ere 1,757 rural school pupils 
enrolled, compared with 907 in 1940 . .!hile there vms an 
aver~ge of 21.7 pupils in 1920 there was an &vcra[e of only 
11.9 pupils per school in 1940. B&rring unforeseen popula-
tion changes, further enrollment 
.coming ye~rs, although the rate 
rapid. 
losses my be expected in 
of decline rnuy not be so 
.. 
.. 
• 
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Figure 4. Cost Per Pupil as Related to the Size of Rural School, Bon Homme 
County, 1940 
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As may be seen in Figure 4, a wide variation is found in the 
cost per pupil in the schools of Bon Homme county. In general, 
it is those schools with the smallest enrollments which show the 
greatest per pupil cost . The cost per pupil of operating the 
rural schools of Bon Homme county ranged from $28 per pupilin 
District 38 where the school enrolled 20 pupils , to ~pl45 in Dis-
trict 6 where there was an enrollment of only 4 pupils . 
Table 1 (below) indicates that the operation of schools for 
10 or fewer pupils is excessively expensive on a cost per pupil 
basis . This is particularly true for those schools enrolling 
only five or fewer pupils. The average cost per pupil for the 
five school~ in this eroup was $129 .35 as compared with 057 . 58 
the average for all schools. 
Table 1. Cost Per Pupil for o,erating Schools of Various Sizes in 
Bon Homme County, 1940 
Size of Number of Number of Total Cost Average Cost School Schools Pupils Per Pupil 
Total 83 907 $52 ,400 .41 ~$ 57 . 71 
Closed 7 0 (173 . 99) o . oo 
5 or- fewer pupils 5 23 2,975 . 03 129.35 
6 - 10 pupils 31 263 20,632 . 22 78.45 
11 - 15 pupils 28 363 19,323 . 06 53 . 23 
16 pupils or more 12 258 9,296 . 11 36 .03 
Source : Records of Bon Homme County Superintendent of Schools 
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Figure 5. Total Costs of 0per~ting the Sclools in District 63 
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Source: Records of Bon Homme County Superintendent of Schools 
As a means of reducing high pGr pupil costs, school districts 
throughout South Dakota have during recent years , closed a large 
number of schools , particularly those with diminishing enrollments . 
During the 1936-37 school term , it cost a total of $1 ,326 .06 
to oper~te District Number 63 . The following year tho school was 
closed and the pupils •rnr e sent to another district vrhere their 
tuition and transportation r1e re paid . That year it cost the dis-
trict $564. 50, a saving of ~'·761. 56 . A similar though smaller sav-
ing was made in District 15 . During the 1938-39 school term it 
cost $655.28 to operate this school , as compared v1ith $532 . 96, the 
first year it was closed. 
Since the cost per pupil increases as the number of pupils 
attending school decreases, and because there is a lack of in-
tellectual stimulation which comes through competition,* it 
seems advisable both from the standpoint of economy and educa-
tional efficiency to close a school Tihen the enrollment drops to 
five or fewer pupils • . . 
* It is common knowledge among teachers that v1here there are only 
one or tvro pupils to a grade it is usually difficult to get 
students interested . 
-8-
Figure 6. Open 
Source: Records of High School Superintendents, 1940 
Since 1921 it has been compulsory in South Dakota for scnool districts 
without high schools of their own to pay tuition costs for their students 
who attend high school outside the district. 1igure 6 shows theal'"eas from 
which high schools drew their Bon Homme county tuition students, numbering 
approximately 2·73 in 1940. Realizing that the cost of operating their own 
secondary schools ·would be prohibitive, the people of the districts of Bon 
Homme 9-eunty have adopted the policy of sending their students to high 
schoo.l ·s already existing in town and village centers. Perhaps a si:nilar 
plan could be adapted to elementary education. As elementary enrollments 
continue to shrink and cost per pupil mount, it would appear to be a prac-
tical solution to close the rural schools and send the remaining pupils to 
village schools. In such a plan the home district would pay tuition and 
transportation costs • . This plan has the advantage of economy, and of ex-
tending to farm children the superior facilities and techniques of the town 
school. 
However, until such time as concentration of education services in town 
centers become more general, districts may well continue their policy of 
closing those schools in which enrollments fall below a minimum and sending 
their pupils to the nearest rural school still operating. 
- 9 -
Figure 7. Highway System in ~on Homme County, 1941 
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As may be seen Figure 7, improved. roads are found in most portions of the 
county. Good roads, together with the automobile has placed the towns of the 
county within easy reach of a vast majority of farm families, thus r evolution-
izing many aspects of rural life. A number of services formerly performed by 
open-country institutions on a neighborhood basis have been shifted to town 
and village centers. Cases in point are the crossroads general store and the 
open-country church. The farmer now goes to the village center to buy groc-
eries, clothing and other neceusities; to sell his produce; t o attend church; 
and to visit and engage in various forms of recreation. In .addition, the far-
mer's sons and daughters -attend the village high school . 
In view of the trend toward concentration of service it would not be sur+. 
prising to see many of the younger children being taken into the village to 
attend elementary schools . Since village onrollments have also declined, the 
pupils from farming areas could probably be absorbed in the village and city 
schools without any great expansion of existing school plants. 
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How Certain South Dakota Rural Communities Are Successfully 
Solving the Declining Enrollment Problem 
School boards confronted with the problem of declining enrollments 
should study their local situation carefully before taking action. 
The four plans listed below have all been testedcy- different South 
Dakota communities and have been found practical. One or the other 
of the first two alternatives has frequently been used as a tempor-
ary measure until further action was necessary. The last two plans 
are in the nature of a more or less permanent reorganization of the 
present rural district system. 
j_ Cooperating with nearby rural schools 
·\"lhen enrollment has dropped to five or fewer pupils cer-
tain districts have kept their district organization 
intact hlt have closed ono or more schools. In cases 
where all schools of the district have been closed, the 
remaining pupils have been sent to the nearest adjoin-
ing rural school Hhere satisfactory arrangements fortui-
tion and transportation could bo made . 
Tuition pup Es to torm sc110ols ! 
Vlhere satisfactory arrangements could not . be made uith 
nearby rural schools,thc remaining pupils havo been sent 
as tuition students to tho nearest indopondont school in 
village or toTTn. This plan is frequently no more expen-
sive than tho first,but has tho further advantago af' bet-
tor educational oxpcrienco than is usually possible in 
the ono room school. In effect, it is essentially the 
same method v1hich has been successfully usod in sending 
farm children as tuition pupils to high school. 
l Consolidation 
Where the second plan has bGen in op0ration for a number 
of years, town and nearby country districts have fro-
quontly consolidated into a single district. Such a plan 
has many advantagos,but sho~d first be tried mt inform-
ally as a centralized school system boforo determining 
tho details of consolidation. 
I County-wide district plan I 
In at least one uest river 
plan is noTI in operation. 
'school board dotcrminos t ho 
can r 8gulato tho number of 
tho enrollment trend. 
county a county-wide district 
Und0r such a plan one county 
location of rural schools and 
such schools to fit in 'aith 
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